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IV. An Account of the HanAattatit ^ finguhr African Wmd^ 
By Matthew Dobfon, M D* V. R. S. ; commmk^tedby John 
Fothergillj M. D.F. R. S^ 



Read December 7, 1780. 

r^Y^HE Harmattan is a periodical wind which blows from 
the interior parts of Africa towards the Atlantic Ocean,, 
and polleffes fuch extraordinary properties, as to merit the at* 
tcation of the naturalift, making a curious and important article 
in the hiftory and theory of the winds. 

The firJl: information I had on this fubje£l was from my 
friend Mr. norris, who has frequently vifited the Coaft of 
Africa, and is a gentleman of an excellent underftanding and 
ilrift veracity. This information immediately excited my at- 
tention ; and as Mr. norris was preparing to make another 
voyage to that part of the world, I delired him to confirm the 
fails which he had related, by further inquiries, experiments, 
and obfervations ; and it is from thefe materials, with which I 
have been obligingly furniflied by Mr. norris, that the follow-- 
ing account is drawn up. 

On that part of the Coaft of Africa which lies between Cape 
Verd and Cape Lopez, an eafterly wind prevails during the 
months of December^ January, and February, which by the 
Fantees, a nation on the Gold Coaft, is called the Harmattan. 
Cape Verd is in 15'' N. latitude, and Cape Lopez in i'' S. lati- 
tude, and the coaft between thefe two Capes runs, in an oblique 

diredion^ 
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diredion, nearly ftom W.S.W. to E.S.E, forming a range of 
tipwards of two thoufand one hundred miles. At the Ides de 
Los, which are a little to the northward of Sierra Leone, and 
to the Southward of Cape Verd, it blows from the E.S.E. on 
the Gold Coaft from the N.E. and at Cape Lopez and the River 
Gabon from the N.N.E. This wind is, by the French and Portn- 
gueze who frequent the Gold: Coaft^ Galled firnply the N.E* 
wind, the quarter fi^om which it blows* The Engiifli, who 
fometimes borrow words and phrafes from the Fantee la;nguage, 
which is lefs guttural and more harmonious than that of theioT 
neighbours^ adopt the Fantee word Karmat tan.. 

The Oarmattan comes on indiXcriminatelj at any hour of the^ 
day^ at any time of the tide, or at any period of the Moon^, 
and continues fometrmes only a day or two,> fometimes five or 
fix days> and k has been known to 1 ail fifteen or fixteen days. 
There are generally three or four returns of it every feafon . it 
blows with a moderate force, not quite {q ilrong as the fea 
breeze (which every day lets in during the fair feafon from the 
W, W,S.W» and S.W.) ; but fomewhat ilronger than the land 
wind at night from the N. and N.N. W^ 

I. Jtfog or ha%eis one of the peculiarities which always ac- 
eornpanies the Harmattan* The glaom^ occafioned by this fog; 
is fo great^ as fometimes to make even near objects obfcure. 
The Eiigiifh fort at Whydah iiands about the midway between 
the French and Portuguefe forts, and not quite a quarter of a 
mile from either, yet very often from thence neither of the 
other forts can be difeovered. The fun, concealed thegreateft 
part of the day, appears only about a few hours about noon, and^ 
then of a mild red, exciting no painful fenfation on the eye. 

As the particles which conftitute the fog are depofited on the 
grafs,. tlie leaves of trees, and even on. the Ikin of the negroes, 
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To as to make them appear whitiflij I recommended to Mh 

MORRIS the life of a good microfcope^ as this might poffiblj 

idiftover fbmething concerning the nature of thefe particles. 

^^ I was pre¥entedj'' fajs Mr. norris, ^^ by the bad flate of 

^^ my health from availing my felf of the microfcope; neither 

^^ could I difcover any thin^ by the tafte^ or by expoling plates 

u covered thinly withmelafles, for when I had dropped an acid 

" or alkali into the water In which I had diiblved the melaffes, 

^^ nothing followed to enable me to judge of the nature 

■•^^■^-'•of ^ the-pafticles,'^'^ Surety' they' cannot-^'be' "infe^s^-^"' or-ani- 

*^ malcute of irife£ts ? -far we have nd appearance of any 

^^ thing prddticed from'thfe^myriads of them which are depofited 

^^'^' -dnthe- earthl' ■ " They 'do hot -^ low - far-^ wer" the ' fiirface ^ of 'the' 

■^•^^ fea : '^atlwo-^of three miKis-'diftancefroni the'' Ihore the"'fog^i-s 

■^^''not lb thick as onthe-beach'-;-''*an#at-^lcmr-6r-'five leagues dif^ 

^*** tanceit is entirely lo§y though the Harm^ p'lainty 

'^^' lilt-' for ten'or' twelvelSigti'eSj ^and * blows -frefh enough~ to^ alter 

'^^^ the touffe" of -^ the- current/'- 

-'-'%. 'Extre^e^'Wynefs liiak^'mnbther ^extraordinary 'property '^'of 
•this wind, 'No dew falls -diihng -the "■continuance 'of the^har- 
^"maltan:; --nbr -is - there the-'^leail -'^appearance ''of; moiftiire-in- the 
f aftnoipHerev^'" ' ^egetables%l evety Mnci-' are ^veiy'miichr injured'-; 
• air tender plitits, and inofl of the ^foduSion^-^'t>f the'-gardiii;-^' are 
' deftroyed^^'the ■ grais' withers5'^-and'*-biecomes"^ dry ■ llk6^'--hay f %he 
"\dgorous -eve'r-greens likewife feel" its' -pernicio-us iniuencei -the 
"branches -of the'Jemonj 'orange, and lime*- 'trees --drdopy-'the 
'leaves ■become- flaccid, - wither, and^ "if" the "'harmattan continues 
'to'biow for' ^ 'ten or 'twelve daysj 'are ■'ib parched'as to"be''eaiify 
rubbed to -'du ft' '"bet ween --the! fingers: the ^-fruit of thele frees, 
^-cfeprived oF"-its -iioiiriihrnent, ' 'and^' ■flinted^''-in'^its growth,- 'only 
uipoears -to' ripeti.^'" for'- it becames-,ye!loW"and -^ry, wMtput 

acquiring 
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acquiring half the tifiial fize. The natives take this oppor- 
tunity of the extreme drynefs of the grafs and young trees to 
fet fire td'them, efpecially near their roads, not only to keep 
thofe roads open to travellers, but to deftroy the ihelter which 
long grafs, and thiGkets-^ of young trees,, would afford to ikulk- 
ing parties^ of their enemies. A fire thus lighted files with fuch 
rapidity as to endanger thofe who travel : in that fituation ^ 
common method of efcapeis, on difcovering a fire to windward, 
to fet the grafs on fire to leeward^ and:>then follow your own fire. 
There are other extraordinary effe^s^r produced by the extreme 
drynefs of the Harmattan. The covers of books, Mr/NORRLt 
informs me, even clofely fhut up in a trunk, and lying among 
his cloaths^ were bent as if they had been expofed to the fire. 
Houfliold furniture is alfo much damaged : the pannels of doors 
and of wainlcot Iplit, and any veneered work flies to pieces* 
The joints of a welWaid floor of lealbned wood open fiiffi-^ 
ciently foky one*s finger in them;^ but become as clofe as be-; 
fore on the ceafing of the Harmattan. The feams alfo in the 
fides and decks of Ihips are much injured and become very 
leaky, though the planks are two or three inches in thieknefe. 
Iron -bound calks require the hoops to be frequently drivetf 
tighter;- and a qafk of rum or brandy, with wooden hoops, 
can fcarcely be prelerved ; for, unlefa a perlbn attends to keep 
it moiftened, the hoops %• ofE 

The parching efFefts of this wind are likev^ife evident on the 
external parts of the body. The eyes, noftrils, lips, and pa- 
late, are rendered dry and uneafy, and drink is often required, 
not fo much to quench thirft, as to remove a painful aridity in 
tht fauces. The lips and nofe become fore, and even chapped ; 
and though the air be cool, yet there is a troublefome fenfatiori 
of prickling heat on the ikin- If the Harmattan continues 
■ VoLo LXXL H four 
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foiir-or five days^ the fcarf ikin peels off, firft ' from- tne'banda 
and faccj and afterwards, from the other parts of the Bodjj if it 
continues a day or two longer/ ' Mr. norr is obferved,, that 
when fweat was excited by exercife.on thofe parts which were 
covered by his cloaths from the weather^ it was peculiarly 
acridj and tailed, on applying his tongue to his arm,:fome- 
thing like fpirit of hart's-horn diluted with water. 

As the ft ate of fait of tartar placed in the open air, and the 
quantity evaporated from a, given furface of water, are obvious 
proofs of the comparative mdifture or drynefs of the atmofphere, 
I defired Mn norris to put the Harmattan to each of thefe 
tefts ; and particularly to moiften fait of tartar ad deliquium^ and 
expofe it to the night air during the time that the Harmattan 
was blowing. The following is the account of the refult of 
thefe experiments. Salt of tartar will not only remain dry 
during the night as well as in the day ; but, when liquified fo as 
to run upon a tile, and expofedtothe Harmattan, becomes per- 
feftiy dry in two or three hours ; and, expofed in like manner 
to the night air, will be dry before morning. 

With refpeft to evaporation Mr. norris fays, " I fixed the 
^' tin velTel, with which you favoured me, on a grafs plat 
^' behind my houfe, upon a fland four feet high, and expofed 
** by its lituation moft part of the day to the fun, but fhel- 
^^ tered in fome meafure from the wind by the houfe*'* 
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9 Harmattan ftill blom'iftg, but modsrately, 
\ and the fog not confiderable. 

Harmattan almod over, 
Barmattan over^ fea breeze as 
ufualj hazy. 
Light breeze and hazy* 

Ditto* 



" The thertnometer hung In a large warehoufe near a win^ 
^^ dow on which the fun never came at that feafon of theyear^ 
^' as it had a north afpeft, and where little refle£led heat caniej 
*^ a grafs plat heing before it. When removed into the next 
^' room, which had three windows and a door opening into the 
''- parade, the thermometer ufuallv rofe 4"" higher than it did in 
'' the warehoufe ; its general height in the room^ from one to 
*^ three o'clock, was 84^ 

■^' On the 14th of December, when there was no Harmattan, 
^^ the thermometer at noon, on putting it into the evaporating 
*^ veffel, rofe to 88^ ; on taking it out, it funk to j^'^^ whilft the 
^v^moifture on its furface was evaporating; but on expofing it 
^^ jfive minutes to the fun it rofe to io3^ On the fifteenth of 
*^ December the thermometer, expofed to the wind in my 

z ^^ room 
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" room window, but not to the fun, flood at noon at 84^ ; at 

'^ 88^ in the evaporating veffel ; funk to 80'' as the water eva- 

'^ porated from its fur face ; rofe in the fun in fix minutes to 

104''; aud^ on putting it into the water-jar in my room^ 

funk to 76^/* 

It appears from the preceding experiments made by Mr. 
N0RRIS5 that, if the evaporation of the whole year be fuppofed 
to go on in the fame proportion with what occurred during a 
fhort and very moderate return of the Harmattan, the annual 
Harmattan evaporation would be 133 inches ; and if the calcu- 
lation was made in proportion to the evaporation which occurs 
during a longer vifit from the Harmattan, and a more forcible 
breeze, the annual Harmattan evaporation would be much more 
confiderabie. If the annual evaporation be in like manner calcu- 
lated, in proportion to the evaporation which took place fubfe- 
quent to and preceding the Harmattan, the annual evaporation 
at Whydah on the Gold Coaft would be 64 inches, and I have 
found the annual evaporation at Liverpool to be ^6 inches ^« 
.Thefe three therefore are in the following proportion ; Har« 
mattan 133 inches, Whydah 64 inches, and Liverpool ^€ 
inches. 

As the names of things are often derived from fome remarka- 
ble property in the thing denoted, I defired Mr. korris to in- 
quire into the derivation of the word Harmattan. He found it 
to be a corruption of Aherramantah^ the name of that feafon 
in which this wind blows* Aherramantah is compounded of 
Aherraman^ which in the Fantee language fignifies to blow, 
zxiAtah^ tallow or greafe, with which the natives rub their 
fkins to prevent their growing dry and rough. 

* Fhilofophical TranfadionSj vol. LXVIL p. 552. 

% The 
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The Harmattan feafon is in the Dunco language called Pep-^ 
feh^ fignifying a dry and rough Ikin. 

3. Saluhrity forms a thh'd peculiarity of the Harmattan. 
Though this wind is fo very prejudicial to vegetable life, and 
occafions fuch difagreeabk parching efFeds on the human fpe- 
cies, yet it is highly conducive to health. Thofe labouring 
under fluxes and intermitting fevers generally recover in an 
Harmattan. Thofe weakened by fevers, and finking under 
evacuations for the cure of them, particularly bleeding, which 
is often injudicioully repeated, have their lives faved, and vigour 
reftored? in fpite of the dodor. It flops the progrefs of epide- 
itiics : the fmall-pox, remittent fevers, &c. not only difappear^ 
but thofe labouring under thefe difeafes when an Harmattan 
comes on, are almoft certain of a fpeedy recovery. Infedioa^ 
appears not then to be eafily communicated even by art. In the 
year 1770 there were on board the Unity, at Whydah, above 
300 flaves ; the fmall-pox broke out among them, and it was 
determined to inoculate ; thofe who were inoculated before the 
Harmattan came on got very well through the difeafe. About 
feventy were inoculated a day or two after the Harmattan itt in ; 
but not one of them had either ficknefs or eruption. It was 
imagined, that the infeftion was ejffedually difperfed, and the 
feip clear of the diforder ; but in a very few weeks it began to 
appear among thofe feventy. About fifty of them were inocu- 
lated the fecond time ; the others had the difeafe in the natural 
way : an Harmattan came on, and they all recovered, except 
one girl, who had an ugly ulcer on the inoculated part, and 
died fome time afterwards of a locked jaw. The great falubrlty^ 
and the j^ower of checking epidemics, ^re fuch extraordijiary 
properties of the Harmattan, that I defired Mr, norkis-:, on his 
tiext yoyc>ge to the Coaft^, to afcertain thefe points by further 

incjuiries^^ 
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Inquiries* ^^ I have not mticli new,** fays Mr» Noiiis, *^ on 

<^ thefepolnts, lave the general teftimonjof the natives In con- 
^^ firmation of what I have already communicated ; and that I 
«^^ had been very ill inyfelf for nine days with a remittent fever 
^^ this voyage-, of which I recovered immediately upon the Har- 
*^ mattan beginning to blow; whether from the medicines 
'^^ m^hich I had taken, or from the alteration in the ftate of the 
*^ atmofphere, I pretend liot to determine* I now learned, for 
" the firft time, that the Harmattan is noted for contributing 
^^ much to the cure of ulcers, as well as cutaneous eruptions^** 
Mr» HOERis is forry to be obliged to dil^nt from fo refpe£lable 
an authority as that of Dr, lind, who fpeaks of the Harmattan 
as ^^ fatal and malignant; that Its noxious vapours are deflruc* 
*^ tlve to Blacks as well as Whites i and that the mortality 
^^ which It occafions is In. proportion to the denfity and duration 
*^ of the fog.^* The baneful efiefts here pointed out proc^d 
from the periodical rains which Ml in March, April, &c* and 
which are ufhered in by the Tornadoes, or ftrong gufts of wind 
from the N.E- and E.N*E» accompanied with violent thunder 
and lightning, and very heavy fhowers* The earth drenched 
by thefe fliowers, and afted upon with an Intenfe Iblar heat as 
fbon as the ftorm is over, fends forth fuch noifbme vapours as 
ftrike the ndftrils with a moft o^nfive ftench, and cKrcafion 
bilious vomitings, iuxes, and putrid fevers. Glides thefe va^* 
pours, which are annual, there api^ars to be a a>lleftion of 
flill more peftiferous matter, confined for a longer time, and 
ifliiiiig from the earth after an interval of five, fir, or feveii 
years* ^^ The periods,** fays Mr. Noiiis, ** which I remem- 
l^r to have been thus marked, were in 1756, when Governor 
MiL¥iLL and moll of the gentlemen and foldiers at Cape 
Coaft, died; In 1763, 1769^ and 1775. The mortality 
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^^ 111 fome of thefe years, for they were not all equally fatal, 
^^ was fo great that, as Dr. lind fays, the living werf fcarce 
^^ fufficient to remove and bury the dead,'* 

It is to be obferved, that there may be inftances in which the 
Harmattan comes loaded with the effluvia of a putrid marfh; 
and if there are any fuch fituations, the nature of the wind 
may be fo changed as to become even noxious. 

Another inquiry which I defired Mr. nor r is to make re- 
fpe6;ed the fource of the Harmattan, and the nature of the foil 
over which it blows. It appears that, except a few rivers and 
fome lakes, the country about and beyond Whydah is covered for; 
four hundred miles back with verdure, open plains of grafs^ 
clumps of trees, and fome woods of no confiderable extent* 
The furface is fandy, and below that a rich reddiih earth ; it 
rifes with a gentle afcent for one hundred and fifty miles from 
the fea before there is the appearance of an hill, without 
affording a flone of the fize of a walnut. Beyond thefe hills- 
there is no account of any great ranges of mountains* 

With refpe£t to the origin of this wind, Mr. nor r is fay Sf 
^^ the Harmattan, according to Dr. lind, arifes from the con- 
^' flux of ieveral rivers about Benin ; but when I was on a^ 
^^ vifit to the King of Dahomey, one hundred and twenty* 
*^ miles North, or inland from the Fort' at Wjhydah, I there 
^' felt the Harmattan blowing from the N.E. ftronger than I 
** have at any other time, though Benin then bore from me 
€i q F " 

On this head Mr. norris makes the following conjedure : 
*^ The interfe£tion of three lines, vi%. an eafi: line drawn from 
^^ Cape Verd, a north-eaft one from the centre of the Gold 
^* Coaft, and a north line from Cape Lopez, v/ould, 1 thinks 
^^ point out Zi probable fource of this extraordinary wind/' 
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Three Xii\t% drawn according to the direftion of Mr. korris^ 
towarcft the points of the compafs from which the Harmattaa 
blows on Cape Verd, the Gold Coaft^ and Cape Lopez^ con- 
verge I find to a part of .Africa 'about the 15th degree of Nl 
latitude^ and- the ':25th degree of E*' longitudej which I alio 
find to be that part of Africa where, according to ptolemy^ 
the mountains of Caphasare fituated. From thefe mountalnSe, 
according to the fame authority, the river Daradus arofe^ fup- 
pofed by fome to be now the river Senegah 

It may be conjeftured^ that the difagreeable Levant wind of 
the Mediterrannean proceeds from the fame part of the Conti- 
nent of Africa; for it prevails during the fame feafon of the 
year, and may derive its qualities from the fiirface over which 
it pafles. 

The lafl article of information with which I have been 
favoured by Mr. norris, is an account of the manner in which 
the Fantee nation divide their yean 

Aherramantah, from the ift of December to the middle of 
February, about i o weeks* 

Quakorah, a wind up the coafl, from S,S.W. to S.S.E. from 
the middle of February to the firft week in March, about 3 
weeks. 

Pempina, or Tornado feafon, part of March, all April, and 
the greateftpart of May, about 12 weeks. 

Abrenama, or the old man's and woman's children, that is, 
the Pleiades, the rainy feafon, the latter end of May, all June^ 
and to abotit the 20th of July, 8 weeks* 
■ Atukogan^ or five ftars, that is^ Orion, high wind and 
qually^ the rains vtxj heavy^ to the middle of Auguft, 3 
weeks. 

Worrobakorow^ 
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Worrobakorou, or one ftar, the ceaiing of the raliis^ about 
3 weeks. 

Mawurrah, the name of a certain ftar; clofe, foggy wea- 
ther and no breeze, the firft thi'ee weeks in September. 

Boutch, no land breeze in this feafon,/ the wind blows frefli 
down the Coaft, about fix weeks. 

Autiophi, or the Croziers ; Tornadoes and foutherly wind^ 
with fbme rain, generally called the latter rains, about font 
%veeks, to the beginning of December, when the Aherraraaii- 
tah feafon again commences. 
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